APPENDIX VII

THE PSYCHIATRIC CASE HISTORY OF
ISABELLA SHAWE THACKERAY

The data from which this psychiatric case history is assembled are to
be found in the letters from Thackeray to Isabella Shawe, a few letters
written by her, many letters from Thackeray to his mother, and some
others. These are listed below.1 With the patient buried 2,000 miles
away in 1893 and the action taking place one hundred years ago, an
accurate evaluation is, of course, impossible. Yet the description of her
symptoms in the letters and the story of the development of the illness
supply one with enough facts to make reasonable a tentative diagnosis.

Before her marriage, Isabella Shawe seems to have been a happy,
bright girl with a quick mind and ability to turn a phrase aptly. Thack-
eray usually spoke of her as the "dear little woman" and once as "red-
poll," so one pictures a small lady with red hair, fine manners, and
much restraint in love relations. When they were engaged Thackeray
seems to have been impetuous at one time and frightened her. Although
they apparently could discuss being bedfellows and having children, it
seems that passion shocked her. Such a reaction is to be looked on as
normal in an age when girls were poorly educated and well protected.
Moreover, she appears to have lived a life of ease, in a small way, lying
in bed late and idling her time away under the guidance of a resentful,
widowed mother to whom keeping up the appearance of gentility was
all-important.

She was married at the age of eighteen, and her four years with
Thackeray before her illness seem to have been happy ones, although she
bore three children and had many responsibilities. The first child was
born within a year (June 1837). The birth was relatively easy and
she seems to have met the situation normally. The child, Anne, was
healthy and caused only the usual amount of trouble. In the late autumn
she was pregnant again and Jane was born in July 1838. The next
months were difficult and the baby died in March 1839. There is
nothing to indicate that the mother showed any unusual signs of emo-
tional disturbance throughout this trying period. In October or Novem-

1 Letters of Thackeray to his Mother: 1840: Jan. 19, Feb. 15, May 27, July 18,
Aug. 21, Sept. i, Sept. 12, Sept. 17, Sept. 20, Sept. 24, Sept. 26, Sept. 30, Oct.
i (?), Oct. 65 1841: Feb. 27, April 155 1842: June 30, Sept. 305 1844: June i.
Letter of Isabella Shawe Thackeray to her mother-in-law, Aug. 4, 1840* Letter of
Thackeray to Edward FitzGerald, Jan. 14, 1841.